This article explores the link between taboo and language in the Thousand and One Nights, focusing on the two central taboo realms of sex and the sacred. The various approaches to the tabooed found in the Nights, qua folk literature adapted by literate editors, are addressed. The fact that this work was not part of the literary canon and not bound by its conventions is shown to set it apart from canonical works, when it comes to certain taboos. The influence of Arabic written culture on the expression of the tabooed in the Nights is demonstrated as well. Because of the circumstances and history of its composition, the Nights has a polyphonic and heteroglot nature. It, therefore, displays diversity and inconsistency when taboo concepts find expression in language as euphemisms, orthophemisms, dysphemisms, and dysphemistic euphemisms. As a result, it is wrong to classify the Nights as an essentially obscene work, as have nineteenth century Orientalists and contemporary Islamic "fundamentalists." This gross classification has had significant practical consequences beyond the realm of literary debate. It is unwarranted, furthermore, in view of the fact that sexually implicit and explicit speech are both attested in this work, which represents a variety of world views and attitudes towards the tabooed.
. . . The court found out from examining The Thousand and One Nights' copies seized from the defendant that they comprised numerous accounts of the particulars of union between the two sexes, description of perversion between women and with animals, in addition to obscene and vulgar sexual expressions offending public decency. . .
- 6 Recently, in April 2010, a group called Lawyers without Restrictions (muḥ āmūn bi-lā quyūd ) filed a complaint with the office of the Egyptian Attorney General. The group demanded the banning of a new reprint of the Būlāq edition of the Nights published by the governmental al-Hayʾah al-ʿĀmmah li-Quṣ ūr al-Thaqāfah. In addition, it called for an investigation against those responsible for its publication. The complaint refers to many places in the text, whose language is alleged to promote licentiousness in society and show contempt of Islam-in both cases, a punishable violation of the law. 7 This complaint enraged many notable Egyptian intellectuals, and led the famous novelist and critic Jamāl al-Ghīṭ ānī, accused personally by the group as the editor-in-chief responsible for the publication, to announce emphatically his willingness to die for the Nights as a martyr. In June 2010, the Attorney General determined that there was no merit in the complaint, pointing out the decision of the 1986 appeals court, which formed the basis for his own decision. 8 Historically, it can be certainly said that Arabic literature has shown great tolerance for taboo words and topics, as attested in numerous works pertaining to the literary and intellectual heritage of the Arabs (al-turāth). The perspicacious polymath al-Jāḥ iẓ (160-255/776-869), for one, was unequivocal in his censure of prudery:
If the words 'slit,' 'cock,' and 'fuck' (al-ḥ ir wa-l-ayr wa-l-nayk) get mentioned, some people recoil, make a show of disgust, and feign a sort of piety. Most of those are men who have no chastity, noble nature, excellence, and dignity except for the extent of this form of affectation. A hypocrite has never been exposed, but to make visible applied vileness and firmly-established depravity. Al-Jāḥ iẓ proceeds to show examples of eminent men, such as the two rightlyguided caliphs, ʿAlī Ibn Abī Ṭ ālib and Abū Bakr, using sexual taboo words. He adds, referring to their usage:
Had it been the appropriate situation for a euphemism (kināyah), it would have been used. Then, if there had been no appropriate situations for these expressions [i.e., taboo words] to be used by the speakers of this language, and the accepted view had been not to pronounce them, there would have been no sense for their first occurrence, except as an error. In that case, sound judgment and the preservation of this language would have required the removal of these names (asmāʾ) from it. The one who said 'every occasion has an apt expression' (li-kull maqām maqāl ) was perfectly right. 9 Despite al-Jāḥ iẓ 's sharp criticism of prudes and prudery, supplemented by a staunch defense of taboo words and their legitimate function in society, his endorsement of "every occasion has an apt expression" implies, at the same time, the essential role of language censorship. For, obviously, there are also occasions where taboo words are out of place. Al-Jāḥ iẓ 's balanced position may be, therefore, described as a pragmatic one, sensitive to social functions and cultural conventions. Language censorship, evident in any known human language, 10 is by no means a modern phenomenon in Arabic. Arabic cultural production since medieval times shows rich evidence of taboo word avoidance, usually by means of diverse rhetorical tropes. 11 The present article focuses on the approaches to the tabooed seen in the Nights, qua folk literature adapted by literate editors. It emphasizes the two major taboo realms of the sexual (in particular) and the sacred. Unsurprisingly, these two paramount realms are brought together by those concerned about expressions allegedly "offending public decency." Ironically, we shall see that these two realms were not necessarily discrete. Rather, at times, the "dirty" was cleansed in service of language censorship only to wind up as sacrilege.
II. Folk Literature: God and Other Feared Entities
While Abū Muḥ ammad "al-Kaslān" (Lazybones) was flying in search of his abducted bride to the City of Brass on the back of a demon, he was continuously warned not to mention the name of God. It was extremely difficult for him to obey this order, given the marvelous things he was witnessing during the flight-hearing the angels praising God in heaven was one of them. Thus, when he had a vision of a man commanding him to declare the shahādah (the Islamic profession of faith: "There is no god but God, and Muḥ ammad is the messenger of God"), he did. He was immediately thrown from the demon's back and fell into the raging sea.
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The grave repercussions of violating this taboo on naming God are observable in two other places in the Nights: in his seventh voyage, Sindbād reaches a city whose dwellers periodically transform into birds and fly away. Having his request to join them in their flight finally approved, he is carried on a birdman's back and hears the angels praising God in heaven. This prompted him to praise God ‫هلل(‬ ‫لحمد‬ ‫وا‬ ‫اهلل‬ ‫سبحان‬ ُ ‫,)وقلت‬ but before finishing, fire from heaven almost consumed them all, and he was thrown on a high mountain. When Sindbād sees the bird-man again, the latter reproaches him for praising . All translations in this article are mine unless noted otherwise; I am referring to the English translations of Burton and Payne throughout the article especially for the sake of those who are not proficient in Arabic. These translations are in the public domain and may be accessed on the internet free of charge. I refer regularly to the excellent ANE for the beneficial summary, brief scholarly discussion, and bibliography of the Nights' stories it presents; for the present study, I used and compared pertinent parts from both the Būlāq and Calcutta II texts. In most of the cases, no substantial differences between the two were found. When differences were spotted, I drew the reader's attention to them. The first among the two editions referred to in the footnotes is the version I followed in my translation or discussion. When the story in question is included in the earliest extant manuscript edited by Muḥ sin Mahdī, I followed the latter edition unless otherwise stated. It should be noted that this edition preserves the non-standard Arabic used in the Nights, and therefore contains forms like alladī for alladhī, al-samā for al-samāʾ, etc.
God while flying on his back, which almost destroyed them. Sindbād responds that he had no idea about this prohibition. He implores the bird-man to take him home, and agrees to the condition not to mention or praise God while flying. When Sindbād arrives home, his wife warnes him not to associate with the bird-men, "for they are the brothers of the devils and do not know [how] to mention God ( ‫اهلل‬ ‫ذكر‬ ‫يعلمون‬ ‫وال‬ ‫لشياطين‬ ‫ا‬ ‫إخوان‬ ‫نهم‬ ‫".)فإ‬
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The Third Qalandar tells in his story that after his ship was wrecked near the Magnetic Mountain, he was able to reach the shore and climb it. While sleeping, he was guided to do a few things after waking up, following which he was to go on a boat that would take him to the Sea of Safety, whence he would be taken home. He was warned not to mention God's name until arriving to the Sea of Safety. Nevertheless, out of joy at seeing it from afar, he could not help praising God, and was thrown to the dangerous sea.
14 In all three cases, 15 those who mention God's name do so out of pious motives, seeking to express their wonderment at God's might and creation, and to show gratitude for deliverance from life-threatening situations. We are left, therefore, to wonder what was wrong and why they were severely punished. The answer lies in the very nature of the Nights as non-canonical literature with a strong folk component, 16 and the ensuing possibilities opened up by these characteristics. The manifest fantastic quality of the Nights and the fact that the authors did not obey the canonical injunction to tell realistic 13 Būlāq, III, 120-1; Calcutta II, III, 80; Burton, VI, 75-6; Payne V, 216; ANE, 386-7. 14 Mahdī, 181; Būlāq, I, 52; Calcutta II, I, 105-6; Burton, I, 142-3; Payne, I, 124-5; ANE, 340-1. 15 In addition to the three stories discussed here, this taboo is also violated (twice) in the story of ʿAlī and Zāhir from Damascus. This story is found in a Gotha manuscript and contained only in Gustav Weil's translation of The Arabian Nights: ANE, 101-3. 16 The folk characteristic of the Nights, its oral origins and its relationship to the written tradition are aptly discussed by Hasan El-Shamy in his introductory essay, "The Oral Connections of the Arabian Nights": ANE, 9-13. He refers to three broad categories of narrative tradition observable in Arab and Islamic cultures: "(1) the formal religious-historical stories; (2) "the semiliterary stories of folk extraction reworked by literate editors and redactors"; and (3) true folktales in oral traditions ignored by the native elite, at least until the latter part of the twentieth century." El-Shamy subsumes the Nights under the second category (ibid., 9-10); the folk origins of the collection are also reflected in the humor found in a great deal of its stories, as argued by Ján Pauliny: "Über die Basarlachkultur in 1001 Nacht," Asian and African Studies 9, 1 (2000): 45-50. While associating the Nights' humor with that of the middle and low strata of Muslim cities, Pauliny is, nonetheless, aware of the high-literary materials that found their way to the corpus and the different humor ("refined") they brought with them. He rightly emphasizes the mutual influence between the lower and higher cultures of the pre-modern Islamic world (ibid., 46). stories and shun the fictitious 17 both allow for the treatment and illustration of numerous taboos and make it possible to demonstrate the outcome of their violation.
The language taboo forbidding the mention of God's name appears in the Persian popular romance Salīm-i Javāhirī in a very similar way to the one we saw in the Nights. 18 In fact, it is a well-known folktale motif and a very familiar taboo observable in human communities worldwide. 19 In order to prevent sacrilegious or profane use of God's name in English, for instance, some use the euphemistic expletives 'Gosh!' or 'Golly!' for 'God!' and 'Crust!' or 'Crumbs!' for 'Christ!' 20 Famously, one of the Ten Commandments reads: "Thou shalt not take the name of the Lord thy God in vaine: for the Lord will not holde him guiltlesse, that taketh his name in vaine" (Exodus 20:7; 1611 King James Bible 
יְ‬ also repeated in Deuteronomy 5:11, is understood in a very broad way. Maimonides (1138-1204) emphasizes that it is not only swearing in vain which is strictly forbidden but rather any mention of God's holy names in vain. Doing so involves "the desecration of the sacred Name which is graver than all sins." The potential danger in mentioning God's name is very high, and thus "it is in one's best interest not to swear at all": Mishneh Torah ( Jerusalem: Mosad ha-Rav Kuk, 1959), VIII, 80-86 (Sefer Haflaʾa, Hilkhot Shevuʿot, Pereq Shenem ʿAsar); because of the strict taboo status of the Tetragrammaton (YHWH, God's proper name as appearing in Hebrew in the verse above), it is not pronounced or written by observant Jews. When the Torah is read and in ritual practice, the Tetragrammaton is euphemized as Adonay. world. 23 Still, for those (re)creating and narrating the Nights stories, and equally for their audience, this taboo was relevant, which is clearly an example of the Nights' revealing a popular aspect of society.
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The same "logic" that forbids mentioning God's name stands behind the taboos on naming various entities and concepts like death, predatory animals, and supernatural beings, whose harm, when explicitly articulated, is superstitiously expected. These taboos are not unique to the Nights. As in the case of God's name, folk literature worldwide displays many manifestations of them.
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Various stories of the Nights show that people protect themselves and others by using euphemisms for these concepts and beings instead of calling them by name. Euphemisms of this type are the expressions al-baʿīd, (the far one), and al-abʿad, (the farthest one), employed to avoid calling a feared entity or concept by name. It may also be used to transfer a strongly undesired or feared situation raised in a conversation from the speaker or addressee to an imaginary other far away from them. In the story of ʿAlāʾ al-Dīn Abū al-Shāmāt, the Christian king of Genoa asked his sorceress mother to forecast his future by means of geomancy. While predicting his imminent death, she addressed him as al-baʿīd (and the third person) instead of 'you': "The far one will be killed by a prisoner coming from Alexandria" ‫يجيء(‬ ‫أسير‬ ‫من‬ ً ‫قتيال‬ ‫يموت‬ ‫لبعيد‬ ‫ا‬ ّ ‫إن‬ ‫ية‬ ‫اإلسكندر‬ ‫.)من‬ unavoidable fate, proper language behavior still required that death be disengaged from him in speech.
Another case in point is found in the story ʿAlī Shār and Zumurrud. After becoming a queen, Zumurrud, by means of her geomancy skills, unveils the true identity of the Christian Barsūm, the villain who initially pretended to be a weaver named ʿAlī. Left with no other options, Barsūm had to confessreferring to himself-that "indeed, the farthest one is Christian" (fa-inna l-abʿad naṣ rānī). 27 In the Nights, Christians are stereotypically described as villains and crooks. 28 As already observed by Burton, it was an authorial choice to put al-abʿad in Barsūm's mouth, in order to spare the Muslim reader (or narrator of the story) the necessity of saying "Indeed, I am Christian."
29 One of those witnessing the horrific death of the Christian, who had seen him eating sweet rice before, said: "Let the far one be divorced [if this vow is broken]:
By my life, I shall never eat sweet rice!" (ّ ‫أرز‬ ‫آكل‬ ُ ‫بقيت‬ ‫ما‬ ‫مري‬ ‫عَ‬ ‫لطالق‬ ‫ا‬ ‫لبعيد‬ ‫ا‬ ‫على‬ ً ‫.)حلوا‬ 30 The person who made the vow actually meant "Let me be divorced . . ." but did not spell it out plainly in order to avoid bringing about this undesired condition.
The story of The Fisherman and the Jinni shows that this name taboo is just as relevant in regard to supernatural beings, such as demons. Having been released by the fisherman from the jar in which he was imprisoned, the ingrate, terrorizing demon (ʿifrīt) declares his intention to kill the fisherman. The surprised fisherman says: "For these tidings, O master of demons, you deserve the end of divine protection; O far one ( yā baʿīd ), why do you want to kill me? . . . I who rescued you from the jar . . ." 31 Here, the demon-a fearsome entity-is first addressed explicitly ("master of demons") and then euphemistically ("far one").
32 This usage appears to reflect the not uncommon situation when people correct their language after slipping.
We find another indication of this superstitious practice in Abū Ḥ ayyān al-Tawḥ īdī's (ca.315-414/ca.927-1023) adab encyclopedia, al-Baṣ āʾir wa-ldhakhāʾir. Among the many widespread sayings and practices of the commoners (ʿāmmah) listed by al-Tawḥ īdī, we read the following: "They do not say 'snake' (ḥ ayyah) during the night, rather 'the long [one]' (ṭ awīlah). If one of them errs and says 'snake,' he repeats it three times." 33 Here we see that the tabooed word, when erroneously used in a way contradictory to accepted language customs, has a conventional corrective formula (i.e., repeating this very word three times). Al-Tawḥ īdī lists two related examples: "If they mention the jinn during the night, they grasp the tips of their ears"; "They do not say 'scorpion,' claiming that it recognizes its name and runs away, but 'date' (tamrah)." 34 From the first example we learn that the mention of jinn during the night was tabooed among the common folks referred to, and that the corrective in case of a violation was a physical gesture. In the second example, the tabooed word (scorpion) is replaced by a euphemism (date) for fear of the dangerous animal's purported recognition of its name followed by an undesired reaction.
III. Arabic Written Culture: The Grammar of Sex
We saw how the strong folk literary component of the Nights finds expression in fantastic narratives that illustrate the unfortunate outcomes of taboo violation. On the other hand, the fact that the tales were shaped partly by Arabic written culture is illustrated by eloquent euphemisms that use grammar rules to represent sexual acts. When Qamar al-Zamān and the jeweler's wife have sex while the latter's cuckolded husband is asleep, the narrator describes the sexual intercourse and the situation thus:
‫لموصول‬ ‫با‬ ‫لة‬ ِ ‫لصّ‬ ‫ا‬ ‫واتصال‬ ‫باتفاق‬ ّ ‫ر‬ ‫لجَ‬ ‫ا‬ ‫حرف‬ ‫وأعمال‬ ‫ناق‬ ‫وعِ‬ ّ ‫م‬ ‫ضَ‬ ‫على‬ ‫لليلة‬ ‫ا‬ ‫بقية‬ ‫معها‬ ‫بات‬ ‫ثم‬ ‫لصباح.‬ ‫ا‬ ‫لى‬ ‫إ‬ ‫لة‬ ‫لحا‬ ‫ا‬ ‫هذه‬ ‫على‬ ‫يزاال‬ ‫لم‬ ‫و‬ ‫معزول‬ ‫اإلضافة‬ ‫ين‬ ‫كتنو‬ ‫وزوجها‬ Then, he passed the rest of the night with her, hugging, embracing, engaging in the acts of the preposition in harmony, and being united like the relative clause and the relative pronoun. All that time, her husband was as the removed nunation of the construct state. Qamar al-Zamān and the jeweler's wife remained in this situation until the morning. 34 Al-Tawḥ īdī, al-Baṣ āʾir, IX, 52. 35 Būlāq, IV, 251; Calcutta II, IV, 599-600; Burton, IX, 272; Payne, IX, 94-5; ANE, 345-7; the Calcutta II text reads bi-ttifāq (in harmony) while the Būlāq has bi-infāq (in spending, or in These grammatical euphemisms call for some clarification. According to the medieval Arabic grammarians, ḥ urūf al-jarr (prepositions; literally, particles of attraction) are connective particles whose task in the sentence is to connect a given noun with another noun, or a given verb with a given noun. As connective devices, these particles are "factors" (ʿawāmil ) that govern the genitive, as in marartu bi-Zaydin (I passed by Zayd) or al-dāru li-ʿAmrin (the house [belongs] to ʿAmr).
36 "Engaging in the acts of the preposition in harmony," therefore, means to be connected by the sexual intercourse. Al-ṣ ilah is the syndetic relative clause, which unites with [al-ism] al-mawṣ ūl (the relative pronoun). 37 The cuckolded husband's situation is compared to "the removed nunation of the construct state." In the construct state, the nunation (addition of an n sound to the last short vowel of the indefinite noun) of the first of the two nouns linked together is dropped. The nunation of the first term of the construct state is dropped (and likewise the definite article) because it is defined by the second term to which it is annexed. 38 This euphemism, therefore, likens the husband, stupefied and sleeping while the two lovers are united by sexual activity, to the nunation removed for the construction of a new relationship. This type of figurative language clearly hinges on familiarity with grammatical theory and terminology, and, therefore, uneducated folks could not have possibly created or understood it. It is in high literature that grammatical terminology is employed to euphemize sexual activity.
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The Nights also includes euphemistic descriptions in figurative language which-unlike the previous example-are fairly simple. A case in point is the sexual intercourse between Badr al-Dīn and Sitt al-Ḥ usn in the story of Nūr al-Dīn ʿAlī and His Son Badr al-Dīn Ḥ asan. Relieved that her true bridegroom was the handsome Badr al-Dīn and not the ugly hunchback, Sitt al-Ḥ usn asks Badr al-Dīn to embrace her. After they undress and hug, he puts her legs around his waist. At this point, when the intercourse actually starts, the narrator shifts to figurative language: exhausting). The first reading makes more sense in this context and was preferred in my translation (the latter may simply be a typographical error). 36 Euphemistic description of sexual intercourse as a figurative military attack on a fortress (qalʿah) is not unique to the Nights, and is known from the canonical literature. 41 Here, the narrator opts to depict this sexual intercourse metaphorically as a siege in which a cannon (midfaʿ ), standing for the penis, attacks a fortress (qalʿah and burj), standing for the vulva, and blasts it, or deflowers Sitt al-Ḥ usn. It should be noted that the tale is already found in the oldest preserved manuscript edited by Muḥ sin Mahdī but that version does not include the more detailed figurative description of the later Būlāq and Calcutta II editions representing the Zotenberg's Egyptian Recension (ZER, established on late eighteenth century Egyptian manuscripts). 42 This may not be very surprising, since the transcription of the oldest manuscript dates to the fourteenth or fifteenth centuries. 43 While the earliest reliable information on the employment of the cannon (midfaʿ) goes back to the mid-sixties of the fourteenth century in the Mamlūk sultanate, its use became extensive at the expense of the older siege-engine (manjanīq) only during the second half of the fifteenth century. 44 It is very likely that the euphemism of the cannon was absent from the oldest manuscript simply because the cannon was not known (or known enough) to the authors of the early version. At any rate, its mention in a tale, whose narrator is said to be the vizier Jaʿfar al-Barmakī (d. 187/803), 45 is one of the amusing anachronisms found in the Nights.
IV. Verbal Manifestations of Sexual Taboos
Taboo topics in the Nights are not always euphemized. In fact, alongside discourse, in which the taboo topic is indirectly addressed through euphemistic language, one comes across others in which taboo words are freely used. This may be illustrated by the story of Hārūn al-Rashīd and Abū Ḥ asan, the Merchant of Oman. The Merchant, who tells the Caliph how he was smitten by the beauty of a brothel owner's daughter, describes her and his feelings in a series of poems. This combination of erotic and lyrical verse gives a fitting expression to the Merchant's feeling towards her. The first poem, unlike the rest of them, has a very explicit sexual nature. The Merchant, who recites the poem, says that it is as if it were she whom the following poem [ Like one who grieves, sad and weeping "The beauty of the teeth appears through the use of a tooth-pick And the cock is like a tooth-pick for cunts O Muslims, don't your cocks stand erect, Is there no one among you to help the moaner?" From under the clothes, erect, stormed My cock, and said to her "Here it comes to you!" I untied her loin-cloth and she was startled 'Who are you?' I said, "a young man responding to your call" I started to move her back and forth with a thing like her forearm Moving with force the delicate part in a way that hurts the hips Until when I stood up after three times She said, "May the fuck satisfy you!" I said, "May it satisfy you!" 46 The author of this story plainly relished the taboo words and did not shrink from portraying this scene in a most graphic way. Still, aside from approaching taboo topics with a free use of taboo words or, conversely, euphemizing them, the Nights also includes depictions of taboo topics in a straightforward language that is neither offensive nor evasive. To illustrate that, we should look at two comparable stories that share the taboo topic of bestiality, 47 and are placed one after the other in both Calcutta II and Būlāq editions: Wardān the Butcher and The King's Daughter and the Ape. In the first story, Wardān, a butcher from Cairo, follows a woman who purchased lamb meat from him daily, to her secret place. There, he saw her feeding a great bear with the meat, eating from it herself, and then drinking wine and serving it to the bear. The second story revolves around a king's daughter who becomes nymphomaniac after a black slave deflowers her. To satisfy her endless sexual appetite, she obtains a monkey that "she hid in some place at her room, where it kept eating, drinking, and copulating night and day" (ً ‫ليال‬ ‫وصار‬ ‫عندها‬ ‫مكان‬ ‫في‬ ‫ْه‬ ‫فخبأت‬ ‫ماع‬ ‫وجِ‬ ‫ْب‬ ‫ر‬ ‫وشُ‬ ‫أكل‬ ‫على‬ ً ‫نهارا‬ ‫.)و‬ Upon learning of this, the king intends to kill his daughter, who then flees in the disguise of a male slave with the monkey and settles in the outskirts of Cairo. A young butcher, from whom the disguised princess buys meat daily, becomes curious about the appearance of that 47 Bestiality, while clearly defined as a grave sin and taboo topic, is also the subject matter of anecdotes in classical Arabic literature: al-Rāghib al-Iṣ fahānī, Muḥ āḍ arāt al-udabāʾ, ed. Riyāḍ Murād (Beirut: Dār Ṣ ādir, 2012), III, 500; al-Shaykh al-Nafzāwī, al-Rawḍ al-ʿāṭ ir fī nuzhat al-khāṭ ir, ed. Jamāl Jumʿa, 2nd ed. (London: Riad El-Rayyes, 1993), 131-2; in the context of his study of sex, sexuality, and the relations between men and women in the Nights, Bū ʿAlī Yāsīn comments that the Nights rejects bestiality categorically. He ascribes this antagonism to the group spirit of the human genus: Khayr al-zād min ḥ ikāyāt shahrazād (al-Lādhiqiyya, Dār al-Ḥ iwār, 1986), 81-142, 120 (comment on bestiality). 48 Calcutta II, II, 314; Būlāq, II, 252; Burton, IV, 294; Payne, IV, 139; ANE, 442-3.
"slave," and follows him to his place. Having cooked the meat, eaten, and fed the monkey, the slave undresses and puts on splendid feminine attire. The peeping butcher realizes then that the slave is, in fact, a woman. "At that point, she brought some wine, drank from it, and served it to the monkey. It, then, had sexual intercourse with her about ten times until she fainted" ‫عليها(‬ ‫شي‬ ‫غُ‬ ‫حتى‬ ‫ّات‬ ‫مر‬ ‫عشر‬ ‫نحو‬ ‫لقرد‬ ‫ا‬ ‫واقعها‬ ‫.)ثم‬ 49 In both stories, the narrator opted for a matter-of-fact language describing the intensive sex between the women and their animal partners, neither shying away nor taking delight in the taboo subject matter. The straightforward form III verb wāqaʿa and the form III verbal noun jimāʿ employed in the text denote "to have sexual intercourse," or "to copulate." In fact, the orthophemism jimāʿ is commonly used in Islamic legal writing, a genre whose vocabulary-for reasons of propriety and clarity-is characterized by the use of standard orthophemisms and euphemisms for sexual taboos.
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To understand properly the function of euphemism-or sweet talking-in language, we should think of it as one member of a triad that also includes dysphemism (speaking offensively) and orthophemism (straight talking), as persuasively suggested by linguists Keith Allan and Kate Burridge. The opposite of euphemism is dysphemism, "a word or phrase with connotations that are offensive either about the denotatum and/or to people addressed or overhearing the utterance." Orthophemism is a term coined by Allan and Burridge "to account for direct or neutral expressions that are not sweet-sounding, evasive or overly polite (euphemistic), nor harsh, blunt or offensive (dysphemistic)." A union set of a euphemism, dysphemism, and orthophemism in English is, for instance, poop, shit, and feces. These are cross-varietal synonyms, or X-phemisms, denoting the same thing but having different connotations, which mark different styles used in different circumstances. 51 As we saw above, midfaʿ (cannon) and qalʿah (fortress) are examples of euphemisms for penis and vulva, respectively. Words like kuss, 'cunt' and nayk, 'fuck' are dysphemisms that occur in the poem recited by the Merchant of Oman and in other places in the Nights. 52 Orthophemisms found in the Nights are, for instance, 49 
farj (vulva) and dhakar (penis).
53 Based on this, a union set of a euphemism, dysphemism, and orthophemism-cross-varietal synonyms denoting the same thing but having different connotations-is qalʿah, kuss, and farj.
One also encounters dysphemistic euphemisms in the Nights. These are dysphemistic expressions at odds with the euphemistic intentions behind them. Examples are flippant expressions for death, such as "check out" or "push up the daisies."
54 When, after a long separation, ʿAlī Shār is reunited with his slave-girl Zumurrud in the city where she had been proclaimed king, their copulation is depicted in this type of euphemistic language: He then sheathed his staff in her scabbard, and kept being a gatekeeper at her door and a prayer-leader at her prayer-niche, while she engaged with him in bowing and prostrating, rising up and sitting down. However, she began to follow the glorifications of God with passionate wiggling motions, until the eunuchs heard, arrived, and looked from behind the curtains. They found the king lying down while ʿAlī Shār was on top, thrusting and moving back and forth, as she made noise and wiggled. The eunuchs said: "This is not a man's wiggling. Maybe this king is a woman."
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The description of this intercourse up until the eunuchs discover it employs vocabulary normally used for the Islamic prayer. Prayer-leader for the penetrating ʿAlī Shār, prayer-niche for Zumurrud's vulva, and her various positions and exclamations while on top (bowing, prostrating, rising up, sitting down, and glorifications of God) are clearly intended as euphemisms. 56 Nevertheless, This scene from the story of ʿAlī Shār and Zumurrud has a remarkable parallel in the story of Qamar al-Zamān and Budūr, where we see a very similar use of dysphemistic euphemisms.
57 Princess Budūr, dressed as a prince, was proclaimed king in the Ebony Islands. When she learns about the whereabouts of her missing beloved husband, Qamar al-Zamān, she takes the necessary measures to bring him before her. She, then, amuses herself by playing a mischievous prank on him, making him believe he is going to be sodomized by the "king." The narrative here is more developed and suspenseful than in the story of ʿAlī Shār and Zumurrud. Various poems are recited by Budūr to "prove" to her fooled husband that boys are superior to women, that sodomy is preferable to vaginal intercourse and in higher demand among men, to the point that women respond and offer anal intercourse to their male partners. 58 This poem appears in Calcutta II, I, 898, but does not exist in the parallel place in Būlāq, II, 109. The Būlāq edition does not include four poems found in Calcutta II and adds one that is absent from the latter. Burton, III, 303, presents two poems that do not exist in Calcutta II. Payne, III, 179-81, translates the same nine poems found in Calcutta II; the poem cited above is followed in both editions by a longer rajaz poem that conveys the same idea in an even more explicit way (starting with jādat bi-kussin nāʿimin). In this context, ḥ arakāt is clearly a double-entendre. While it may be understood as the different motions, or positions, of the Islamic prayer (ḥ arakāt al-ṣ alāt), the second meaning is a risqué one (the motions of the sexually aroused "king"). 60 Calcutta II, I, 899-901; Būlāq, II, 110; Burton, III, 305-7; Payne, III, 183; ANE, 341-5; the first hemistich of the last line may also be translated "I swear by the wonders of his brightly shining face." Yet, given the context (and the subsequent reference to sūrat al-ikhlāṣ ) the meaning of āyāt, as '[Qurʾānic] verses,' and ḍ uḥ ā, as sūrah 93, should be preferred.
reward. Sūrat al-ikhlāṣ (sincere faith, Q 112), among the short sūrahs regularly recited in the beginning of the prayer ritual as part of the qirāʾah (i.e., the Qurʾānic recitation performed when the believer is standing up), 61 emphasizes the singularity of God and the fact that He has no equal. Whereas Q 112:4 reads "And there is no one comparable to Him" ( ‫دٌ‬ ‫َحَ‬ ‫أ‬ ‫ًا‬ ‫و‬ ‫ُفُ‬ ‫ك‬ ‫َّهُ‬ ‫ل‬ ‫ن‬ ‫َكُ‬ ‫ي‬ ْ ‫َم‬ ‫ل‬ ‫)وَ‬ referring to God, the object of the poem's last line is "him," viz., the beloved (the masculine suffixed pronoun hī-often gender ambiguous in erotic poetry-refers here to the female beloved as done unequivocally in the previous line). Religious worship, passion, and devotion euphemize passionate lovemaking and adoration of the beloved. "Prayer direction" (for vulva and anus), the prose expressions "standing position after prostrating" (for penile erection), and "a domed shrine of many blessings and motions" (for the vulva) are dysphemistic euphemisms. They (and the poetic imagery following suit) are characterized by desecration that many Muslims have found offensive and absurd, as attested-inter alia-by the 1985 legal case.
62 Sex and the sacred are two discrete taboo realms that are not supposed to overlap, intermingle, or be exchangeable. It should be emphasized that sexual activity violates the ritual fitness of Muslims according to Islamic Law. Hence, to avoid invalidation of prayer and reinstate ritual purity, Islamic Law requires them to perform the appropriate ritual cleansings. Similarly, Muslim pilgrims performing the ḥ ajj or ʿumrah enter the state of temporary consecration (iḥ rām) following ritual cleansings and must refrain from sexual intercourse while in this holy state. These processes of cleansing separate between the two taboo realms and, in doing so, demarcate their discreteness. 63 61 Sūrat al-ikhlāṣ is also often recited when ṣ alāt al-witr is performed at night (a ritual prayer which is not one of the obligatory five daily prayers): G. Monnot, "Ṣ alāt," EI2, VIII, 930-1. 62 Indeed, the evidence for "offending public morality" in Ḥ usayn M. Ṣ ubayḥ 's 1985 guilty verdict includes a reference to the page number in question (Būlāq, II, 110): "Muḥ ākamat alf laylah wa-laylah: al-ḥ ukm al-awwal," Fuṣ ūl 12, 4 (1994): 275; the poems recited by Budūr reveal two other cases of similar desecration and (mis)use of religious concepts. In the first poem ( yā farīda l-jamāli . . .), the poetic persona declares his love for a male beloved and neglect of women as a religion (dīn) chosen by his free will (ikhtiyār). The other poem, starting with jādat bi-kussin nāʿimin, features a woman quoting to the poetic persona Q 51:9, "From which those turn who are turned aside [by God]" ( ‫ِكَ‬ ‫ُف‬ ‫أ‬ ‫َنْ‬ ‫م‬ ‫ْهُ‬ ‫ن‬ ‫عَ‬ ‫َكُ‬ ‫ْف‬ ‫ُؤ‬ ‫ي‬ ). It is usually understood as referring to the Prophet Muḥ ammad and the Qurʾān (Tafsīr al-Jalālayn (Beirut: Dār al-Maʿrifah, n.d.), 693, comments on this verse "Deflected from the Prophet and the Qurʾān, i.e., from believing in it"). This woman, however, manipulates the verse to refer to vaginal intercourse which the poetic persona rejects: Calcutta II, I, 898; Būlāq, II, 109; Burton, III, 304; Payne, III, 180. 63 On the obligation to perform the major ritual ablution (ghusl, full washing of the body) following sexual activity in order to reinstate ritual purity, see Ibn Rushd, Sharḥ bidāyat almujtahid, I, 99, 105-8; on sexual intercourse as invalidating the ḥ ajj and ʿumrah, see ibid., II, In fact, the use of these and other related dysphemistic euphemisms drawn from prayer vocabulary has its roots in canonical literature. To be more precise, its roots lie in poetic motifs employed by poets favoring the badīʿ style, which subsequently found their way also to rhymed artistic prose (kitābat al-inshāʾ) that was significantly influenced by the poetic artifice of badīʿ. 64 A good example is a short poem by Abū al-Fatḥ al-Bustī (335-400/946-1009) produced in the chapter focusing on male genitalia in al-Thaʿālibī's Kitāb al-kināyah. Al-Bustī, a poet and secretary of the Ghaznavids, was famous for his artful badīʿ style, and especially for his tajnīs (paronomasia). 65 
V. X-phemisms: A "Logical" Use?
We often encounter euphemisms, dysphemisms, and orthophemisms used in close proximity in the same stories of the Nights, sometimes signifying the very same signified. This brings up the question of whether there is any "logic" behind this use, especially when cross-varietal synonyms (or X-phemisms) evoking different connotations and marking different styles are employed side by side. A case in point is-again-the story of ʿAlī Shār and Zumurrud. Before the sexual intercourse between the two (translated above) took place, ʿAlī Shār had been summoned to the king following his arrival in the city. Unbeknownst to him, the king was actually his lost slave-girl Zumurrud, who decided to tease her master with a mischievous erotic trick. First, she ordered the threatened man to lie naked on his stomach and climbed on his back. He was surprised to discover that the king's body was more delicate than any woman's and thanked God that the king's penis (dhakar) had no erection. The king responded that his penis (dhakar) had to be rubbed to get an erection, and commanded ʿAlī to do so. The king lay on his back and led ʿAlī's hand to what he anticipated to be the king's penis, but was actually a very attractive vulva ( farj) of a woman. The astonished ʿAlī said to himself: "Indeed, the king has a cunt! What a wonder!" ‫جاب(‬ ‫لعُ‬ ‫ا‬ ‫ب‬ ‫َجَ‬ ‫لع‬ ‫ا‬ ‫من‬ ‫فهذا‬ ‫ُسّ‬ ‫ك‬ ‫له‬ ‫لملك‬ ‫ا‬ ّ ‫إن‬ waste much time before charging his sexy slave-girl "as the lion charges the lamb," and indulging in the intercourse translated above.
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The genitalia names employed in this short episode are: penis (dhakar; mentioned three times), vulva ( farj; mentioned twice), cunt (kuss), staff (qaḍ īb), scabbard ( jirāb), door (bāb), and prayer-niche (miḥ rāb). While the first and second are orthophemisms, the third is a dysphemism, and the rest are euphemisms. How is it possible to explain the use of the X-phemisms vulva, cunt, and scabbard (or prayer-niche, which is equally a euphemism, albeit a dysphemistic one) in close proximity to denote Zumurrud's organ? Obviously, each of these expressions is entirely different stylistically and opens a different connotative horizon.
Readers often expect taboo words to be used more by characters in direct speech to make the narrative appear more realistic in certain contexts in contrast to narrators who often stick to polite language. In addition, it is expected that the use of taboo words would be affected by the identity of the speakers, taking into account various parameters such as gender, age, education, class, etc. A close look at the discussed episode confirms these expectations. The striking statement " ʿAlī Shār said to himself: Indeed, the king has a cunt!" contrasts with the euphemistic intercourse description given by the female narrator, Shahrazād. 70 Moreover, the precoital narration includes orthophemisms exclusively for the genitals (namely, penis and vulva). The dialog between ʿAlī and Zumurrud reflects a realistic situation in which a hierarchically-superior woman ("king" Zumurrud) uses polite language and the hierarchically-inferior man (ʿAlī) corresponds to it.
Nevertheless, this "logical" employment of X-phemisms is not a pattern found throughout the Nights, which displays no systematic treatment of X-phemisms. A counter-example exists in the story of Nūr al-Dīn ʿAlī and his son, Badr al-Dīn Ḥ asan, as presented in the Calcutta II edition, when Shahrazād, the narrator, depicts Sitt al-Ḥ usn's stripping off before Badr al-Dīn: "She wore no clothes and undressed up to her neck. Then, her cunt and pos- It is noteworthy that in the parallel place in the oldest preserved manuscript, Shahrazād opts for an even more implicit style: "And she wore no trousers" (wa-kānat bi-lā sarāwīl ). In addition, unlike in Calcutta II and Būlāq editions, she does not provide the reader here with the euphemistic intercourse description. 72 The different preferences of authors and editors regarding the employment of X-phemisms is vividly visible, when at exactly the same place in a poem, Calcutta II has the dysphemism "cunt" (kuss), while Būlāq opts for the orthophemism "vulva" ( farj). The rajaz hemistich reads (respectively): jādat bi-kussin nāʿimin ("she offered generously a smooth cunt") versus jādat bi-farjin nāʿimin ("she offered generously a smooth vulva"). 73 This is an evident stylistic choice since meter-wise the two expressions are precisely the same.
The existence of various X-phemisms (euphemisms, dysphemisms, orthophemisms, and even dysphemistic euphemisms) attests to the many different hands of authors involved in the creation, compilation, and editing of the Nights corpus. This diversity reflects various authorial choices, styles, and tastes and is one indicator among others of the polyphony and heteroglossia inherent in this work. These two terms, as literary and linguistic concepts, were introduced by Mikhail Bakhtin. To him, polyphony means a plurality of independent, unmerged voices and consciousnesses that is the hallmark of the Dostoevskian novel. This key characteristic sets it apart from the established forms of the monologic (or homophonic) European novel, which features a multitude of characters and fates in a single objective world illuminated by a single authorial consciousness. 74 Heteroglossia, explored by Bakhtin in his essay "Discourse in the Novel," distinguishes the stylistics of the novel as a genre. The term denotes the diverse discursive strata in a given language including dialects, characteristic group behavior, jargons, languages of various generations, etc. These diverse strata are captured and find expression in the novel by means such as authorial speech, the speeches of narrators, inserted genres, and the speech of characters.
The Nights is by no means a novel, nor was it crafted by a single author orchestrating its disparate voices. Still, it may be delineated as a polyphonic and heteroglot work by virtue of the plurality of authors and editors who shaped it with their own varying styles, giving expression to different perceptions and visions of society. The multitude of voices and characters that they created tell their stories, and, in doing so, tell us who they are-representations of various social types rather than individuals. This chaotic narrative environment, in which countless voices speak, gives us in toto a picture of social types as perceived by the anonymous authors. Likewise, it allows us a view into various linguistic styles and preferences of the pre-modern Arabicspeaking Muslim world. The X-phemistic variety we saw is, therefore, an authentic feature of this polyphonic and heteroglot corpus. Any attempt to look for an overarching or systematic "logic" that governs the usage of Xphemisms, other than this feature, clearly misses the point.
It is also when looking through the prism of euphemistic language that the corpus's marked heteroglot nature is evident. The predominant-if not exclusive-use of figurative language to create euphemisms in the Nights shows significant stylistic variance. It would, therefore, not be surprising to find that a single euphemistic motif is used for two semantic oppositions. In the story of Dalīla the Crafty, the latter led the "very handsome" young Ḥ asan and the beautiful Khātūn, the young wife of the amīr, to the dyehouse of al-Ḥ ājj Muḥ ammad. The narrator describes him as being "like the knife of the colocasia seller cutting male and female, and loving to eat figs and pomegranates" ("pomegranates"). In the process of deciphering the image, anus and vulva are understood synecdochically by the audience as men and women.
The The euphemistic employment of "pomegranate" for vulva has not been encountered in these works by Aḥ mad al-Jurjānī and al-Thaʿālibī, even though it exists as a motif in poetry selected by Ibn Abī ʿAwn for his simile anthology-the earliest of its kind.
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While I could not find other occurrences in the Nights of pairing "figs and pomegranates" in the discussed usage, the pairing of the sycamore fruit and figs appears twice to express the same idea. Unlike the former pairing, however, in the latter figs are employed for the vulva whereas the smaller sycamore stands for the anus. quality and sweetness.
81 Therefore, the same figs, when applied as a metaphoric euphemism in the Nights, have the two binary meanings of male and female.
Teasing the terrorized and reluctant Qamar al-Zamān, "king" Budūr recites various (mostly bawdy) poems to convince him that sodomy, unlike heterosexual vaginal intercourse, is the right way to go. One of the poems reads 81 According to Ibn al-Bayṭ ār and his sources, the Egyptian variety of the sycamore fruit (jummayz) is significantly inferior to the Syrian ones. The Egyptians are said to drink cold water after eating it to improve its digestion: al-Jāmiʿ, I, 166-8; the jummayz is also discussed by ʿAbd al-Laṭ īf: Abdollatiphi Historiae Aegypti, 20-2; de Sacy, Relation de l'Égypte, 19-20, 82-6. As mentioned by ʿAbd al-Lat ̣ īf, the jummayz (like the colocasia) was very common in Egypt, which makes it very probable that the stories in question were authored (or edited) there. 82 Calcutta II, I, 897; Būlāq, II, 109; Burton, III, 302; Payne, III, 179; ANE, 341-5; while the story of Qamar al-Zamān and Budūr is included in the earliest manuscript, the whole bawdy episode in which "king" Budūr teases Qamar al-Zamān is absent: Mahdī, 608. We have already seen above in similar cases that the Būlāq and Calcutta II editions representing ZER are more detailed with regard to sex.
83 Pomegranate-like breasts are often characteristic of beautiful women such as ʿĀʾishah Bint Ṭ alḥ ah. Not only did she have these (nahdān ka-ʾannahumā rummānatān), but also "a mouth like the mouth of a pomegranate" ( fam ka-fam al-rummānah, i.e., the crown-shaped calyx). 
VI. Breaking Language Taboos: A Game
The story of the Porter and the Three Ladies of Baghdad, existing already in the oldest manuscript, includes a famous-or, to many, infamous-part that is of the highest relevance to any study of taboo and language in the Nights. As we shall see, it is all about sexual taboos, the various ways to approach them in language, and breaking them. The porter, who had carried a basket full of foods and beverages for an elegant and attractive lady in Baghdad, saw in her sumptuous house two other beautiful ladies. Charmed by the three ladies, the witty porter asked to join them in their entertainment session to function as a learned male companion to the three women. His request was approved, and after much wine drinking in a liberated atmosphere, one of the ladies took off her clothes, and went into the pool. Then, she came out of the water, sat naked in the porter's lap, and pointing to her genitals, asked him: "what is this?" The porter replied first using the metonymic euphemism, "womb" (raḥ im), but was hit by the lady for mentioning this word. He continued to suggest other orthophemisms like "vulva," ( farj) and dysphemisms like "cunt" (kuss), but was repeatedly hit by the three ladies for saying these words. Finally, after many failed attempts, the lady responded "its name is the bridges' basil" (ḥ abaq al-jusūr).
After another round of drinks, the second lady undressed, entered the pool, went out, sat in his lap and asked the same question, beating him with the other two ladies again and again for suggesting orthophemisms, euphemisms, and dysphemisms for her genitals. As happened with the first lady, the second finally revealed the answer: "husked sesame" (al-sumsum al-maqshūr). The porter went through the same process with the third lady, the prettiest among the three, who named her genitals "the hostel of Abū Masrūr" (khān Abū Masrūr). Lastly, the porter undressed, entered the pool, got out of it, and having thrown himself on the three, pointed to his own genitals, and asked them for the name. The three ladies tried different orthophemisms, euphemisms and dysphemisms, but he rejected them all. He kept biting and kissing the women playfully until he said, "This is the shattering mule" (al-baghl al-kasūr).
The ladies wondered about the meaning of this name, and the porter explained: "It is the one grazing in the bridges' basil, munching husked sesame, and galloping freely in the hostel of Abū Masrūr" ( ‫فّ‬ ‫َسَ‬ ‫ي‬ ‫و‬ ‫سور‬ ‫لجُ‬ ‫ا‬ ‫َق‬ ‫ب‬ ‫حَ‬ ‫يرعى‬ ‫لدي‬ ‫أ‬ ‫مسرور‬ ‫أبو‬ ‫خان‬ ‫في‬ ‫يبرطع‬ ‫و‬ ‫لمقشور‬ ‫ا‬ ‫لسمسم‬ ‫.)ا‬ The three ladies were extremely amused by his reply, and all of them laughed heartily and continued to drink. 85 This part of the story describes a game played by the three ladies and the porter in a steamy, sexually charged, atmosphere. Noticeably, they do not go beyond the talking and beating to sexual intercourse. This remains, essentially, a flirtatious verbal game in which the parties involved delight in expressions pertaining to the strictly tabooed realm of human sexuality, and-more specifically-female and male sex organs. The ladies, each in turn, challenge the porter to name their genitals. In all three cases he starts cautiously with an acceptable expression: a euphemism (raḥ im) in the case of the first lady; an orthophemism ( farj) in the case of the second lady; another euphemism (ḥ abaq al-jusūr, originally given by the first lady) in the case of the third lady. Having been reproached, he mentions more euphemisms and orthophemisms, as well as dysphemisms. The ladies, in contrast, when challenged to guess the name of his sex organ, start right away with a dysphemism (zubb, "dick"). The euphemisms the ladies choose to use for their own genitals appear to be figurative and based on their organs' shape: an unshaved (or "bushy") vulva (ḥ abaq 85 Mahdī, 133-6; Būlāq, I, 33-5; Calcutta II, I, 63-5; Burton, I, 90-3; Payne, I, 76-9; ANE, 324-6. The Arabic text of these editions shows some slight variations: for instance, the Būlāq text reads wa-yabītu (spend the night) fī khān Abī Manṣ ūr instead of wa-yubarṭiʿu fī khān Abū Masrūr. The part of the story discussed here (based on Mahdī), and particularly the dialogues, are rich in colloquialisms such as aysh (what), barṭ aʿa (gallop freely), and bāsa (kiss).
al-jusūr, "the bridges' basil"); a shaved vulva (al-sumsum al-maqshūr, "husked sesame"); and the canal forming the vagina (khān Abū Masrūr, "the hostel of Abū Masrūr"). The euphemism chosen by the porter to describe his own genitals (al-baghl al-kasūr, "the shattering mule") relates to those of the ladies and playfully conveys his fantasy to copulate with them. These genital euphemisms all rhyme with one another, a formal aspect that indicates the developing relation between the players and their bodies (in fantasy, at least), who are all bound by the rules of this game.
The continuous breaking of language taboos while feigning shock is at the heart of the game. Unsurprisingly, the word ḥ arām (prohibited), as a legal category, does not occur in this episode when the challengers in the game censure the guessers tongue-in-cheek for breaking linguistic taboos. Instead, the expressions used to show disapproval have to do with the morally ugly or disgraceful (qabīḥ ), and with shame (ḥ ayāʾ). The tabooed is a realm larger than the legally prohibited, as seen in human communities worldwide. 86 Taboos in pre-modern Muslim societies did not necessarily overlap with Islamic legal prohibitions, but were often practices socially disapproved of and associated with the disgraceful and shameful. Hence, if not leading to a legal sanction, transgressing a taboo in act or word would lead to various social sanctions. 87 Nonetheless, in the verbal game of the porter and the three ladies of Baghdad, the sexual taboo transgressions lead to mock sanctions only, as it is-after all-a game.
88 86 Allan and Burridge, Forbidden Words, 4, 8-9, 11-2. 87 An anecdote presented by al-Thaʿālibī demonstrates how transgressing a language taboo could lead to a social sanction: an intelligence report transmitted to a Sāmānid vizier quoted a dispute between two parties that included the dysphemism "rent-boy" (muʾājar). Displeased by the inclusion of this expression, the vizier dismissed from his office the intelligence superintendent who sent the report. The latter's protest that the vizier had ordered him to give a faithful picture of what happened did not change the vizier's decision. The superintendent, said the vizier, should have spared the sultan's court "the likes of that dirty word" (al-lafẓ ah al-qadhiʿah) and had to resort instead to a suitable euphemism (Kitāb al-Kināyah, 62). This particular sanction was meted out as an administrative action without involving legal grounds, let alone a legal process. Instead, it was established on the superintendent's disregard for (unwritten) cultural conventions, namely, the use of proper language in correspondence with the sultan's court.
88 Sandra Naddaff suggests in Arabesque: Narrative Structure and the Aesthetics of Repetition in 1001 Nights (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1991, 13-38) that the verbal exchange between the porter and the three ladies should be read as an encounter between two opposed
VII. Conclusion
In both the "Introduction" and "Terminal Essay" of his renowned translation of the Nights, Richard Burton (1821-1890) commented on what he called "the turpiloquium of The Nights" (i.e., its obscene language), considering it "one matter of special importance in the book." In a classic nineteenth century Orientalist line of argument, he described it as "crude and delicate with infantile plainness" (also, "childish crudities and nursery indecencies," and "raw vulgarisms and puerile indecencies"), an Eastern characteristic which is "naïve" rather than "depraved," reflecting "manners" rather than "morals." "Such throughout the East is the language of every man, woman and child, from prince to peasant, from matron to prostitute." The Nights "treats in an unconventionally free and naked manner of subjects and matters which are usually, by common consent, left undescribed." Beyond the East and the Nights that seemingly represents it, this is the case with "primitive peoples" in general. To him (and others, such as E.W. Lane), the Nights was first and foremost an ethnographic text, "a perfect expositor of the medieval Moslem mind" (and at realms: the masculine literal realm of the porter vs. the feminine metaphoric realm of the ladies. "The sexually suggestive language the women try to teach the porter clearly has no place, or more accurately, no meaningful translation within the prosaic, masculine realm inhabited by their guest" (ibid., 35). This interpretation, however, is not without significant problems. The women do not at all adhere exclusively to metaphoric names of sex organs in their language behavior. When the porter, in his turn, points to his organ, the ladies do not shy away from naming it with non-figurative expressions such as zubb and ayr (Mahdī, 135). These are clearly literal expressions, which are said by Naddaff to be shunned by the ladies. In fact, the ladies' mixed use of dysphemistic, orthophemistic and euphemistic expressions (e.g., respectively, zubb, 'dick'; shī, 'thing'; and khaṣ wa, 'testicles') is similar to that of the porter when guessing the names of their organs. The fair ladies who show no hesitation about exposing their body in front of the porter, a male stranger, do not shrink from exposing their language either. It is also observable that the porter's employment of the metonymic euphemism raḥ im, "womb" (equivalent rhetorically to their naming his organ khaṣ wa, "testicles") is obviously not a literal expression, showing that he, too, is no stranger to figurative speech. Moreover, Naddaff underestimates the metaphoric expression given by the porter to his sex organ, "the shattering mule," as "it depends entirely on the phrases specified by the women" (that is, "the bridges' basil," "husked sesame," and "the hostel of Abū Masrūr"). She concludes that "the porter is still not able to function independently within the metaphoric universe" (Naddaff, Arabesque, 28-9). "The shattering mule," it is evident, does attest to the porter's successful functioning in "the metaphoric universe." It is a witty metaphoric response built on the ladies' metaphoric expressions, or a secondary metaphor that cannot be fully understood without considering the primary metaphors. Contrary to Naddaff 's argument, the porter's metaphor reveals quick wit and good interactive skills. These competences were highly prized in medieval Arab culture as displayed by numerous anecdotes in adab works. For these reasons, the binary interpretation of Naddaff (metaphorical/literal overlapping with feminine/masculine) is not supported by a careful consideration of this verbal exchange between the porter and the ladies. the same time, of the contemporary Muslim), revealing by means of its "naïve indecencies" a more "natural" and "primitive" phase on the scale of human development, one which is contrasted to that of civilized Europeans of the time and their "Nineteenth Century refinement." "That most immodest modern modesty" is categorized as "innocence of the word not of the thought; morality of the tongue not of the heart, and the sincere homage paid to virtue in guise of perfect hypocrisy."
Burton associated the perceived prevalent Eastern language usage, as exposed in the Nights, with the "mot cru" (crude expression), and the contemporary European usage with "literary or figurative nomenclature." Curiously, he did so in a way that anticipated Allan and Burridge's discussion of the X-phemistic triad consisting of dysphemism, orthophemism, and euphemism. Ironically, from a moral point of view, the dysphemistic (and simplistic) usage associated with the primitive East is superior to the euphemistic (and sophisticated) usage associated with civilized Europe:
This primitive stage of language sufficed to draw from Lane and Burckhardt strictures upon the "most immodest freedom of conversation in Egypt," where, as all the world over, there are three several stages for names of things and acts sensual. First we have the mot cru, the popular term, soon followed by the technical and scientific, and, lastly, the literary or figurative nomenclature, which is often much more immoral because it is more attractive, suggestive and seductive than the "raw word." 89 It was probably his preconceived Orientalist (and Romantic) notion of the sensual and natural East that made Burton grossly overstate the dysphemistic in the Nights. It should be emphasized that he positioned himself as a knowledgeable commentator deciphering the East, by means of a microcosmic text, for the European "anthropologist and student of Eastern manners and customs." 90 His heavily annotated translation of the Nights was designed as a practical guide:
[My design] has been to supply throughout the ten volumes the young Arabist and student of Orientalism and Anthropology with such assistance as I can render him; and it is my conviction that if with the aid of this version he will master the original text of the "Thousand Nights and a Night," he will find himself at home amongst educated men in Egypt and Syria, Najd and Mesopotamia and be able to converse with them like a gentleman; 91 89 Burton, I, xv-xix and X, 203-4. 90 Ibid., I, xviii-xix and X, 95, 204, 300. 91 Ibid., X, 308.
Therefore, his sweeping generalization that taboo concepts in the Nights are expressed in an obscene way, viz., as dysphemisms, is of the utmost significance. It is clear that this characterization does not apply to the text only: in its perceived capacity as the seminal text which is the microcosm of the Islamic East, past and present, it applies to the language usage of Easterners of all walks of life. Moreover, the practical design of Burton's translation and its authority guaranteed that Europeans come to the East with this idea in mind, expecting to come across "childish crudities" everywhere they go.
Remarkably, Burton, the Orientalist, shares with the present-day Islamic "fundamentalist" the belief that the Nights is suffused with obscenities. In this respect, the only difference between them is that Burton dissociates this inherent-albeit superficial-obscenity from debauchery, while for the "fundamentalist" (as we saw above), the two are inseparable.
Whereas Burton overstated the use of explicit language in the Nights, Sandra Naddaff understated it. She notes:
Rarely does one encounter a literal description of physical aspect, particularly if the beauty of the person in question seemingly surpasses all natural limits; but more rare still are literally explicit statements referring to sexual matters. 92 As a matter of fact, both implicit and explicit forms of speech have a fair representation in this work. While euphemistic language does exist in the Nights, we saw examples of language usage showing no censorship at all. The presence of orthophemisms and dysphemisms creates language varieties that are explicit and even obscene. These are found alongside other varieties, which show that the authors applied censorship to avoid taboo words. This diversity is emblematic of this heteroglot and polyphonic work, which has been shaped by numerous voices and hands that brought to the Nights different preferences, beliefs, and social backgrounds.
Transgressing taboos in the realm of language (and other realms) by individuals often leads to social sanctions, which do not necessarily overlap with legal punishment. In the flirtatious game played by the porter and the three ladies of Baghdad, transgressing language taboos did not result in legal punishment, but, rather, with mock sanctions. Yet, in the Egypt of 1985, those who transgressed language taboos by publishing and selling The Book of the Thousand and One Nights were convicted by a court that imposed legal punishment on them. It was precisely the discussed episode from the story of the porter and the three ladies of Baghdad that was highlighted as "immoral" during the 1985 Nights trial. In fact, it was the only story mentioned by name 92 Naddaff, Arabesque, 31-2.
(unlike mere page references to unidentified stories) in the guilty verdicts handed out. 93 The representation of language taboos in the Nights reflects well its sources and history of formation. The fantastic quality of the Nights, springing from its non-canonical status and strong folk component, allows for the treatment and illustration of numerous taboos in addition to making it possible to demonstrate the outcome of their violation. This has been illustrated by the taboo on mentioning the name of God and the fateful outcomes of its transgression, present in the Nights but absent from canonical literary works on taboos and euphemisms. On the other hand, the fact that the tales were partly fashioned by Arabic written culture is illustrated by the eloquent euphemisms using grammar rules to represent sexual acts.
Contrary to what one would expect, the two major tabooed realms of the sexual and the sacred were not necessarily separate. The vocabulary of ritual activity was at times employed figuratively to euphemize sexual activity. This gave rise to dysphemistic euphemisms, which many Muslims have found sacrilegious. With regard to censorship of sexual language, not all Nights editions are equal. More than once, we have seen that the Būlāq and Calcutta II editions, representing Zotenberg's Egyptian Recension (ZER, established on late eighteenth century Egyptian manuscripts), are more detailed with regard to sexual episodes than the Mahdī edition (established on the earliest extant manuscript of the Syrian branch dated to the eighth/fourteenth or ninth/ fifteenth century). This seems to be a general pattern characterizing these editions.
When it comes to the story of the porter and the three ladies of Baghdad, eighteenth and nineteenth century European censorship of the Nights left its marks not only on the translated text but also on the Arabic text of certain manuscripts. Even though the earliest Nights manuscript (Galland's MS A) does include the "dirty" episode from this story, the critical apparatus prepared by Mahdī for his edition provides some interesting details regarding later manuscripts. Two of the Syrian branch's manuscripts, with which Mahdī collated Galland's MS A, underwent significant censorship in this part of the story. The text of the Russell MS T was abridged, and many of the taboo words denoting the genitals were erased from the Vatican MS B, leaving traces only. 94 Regarding the latter, Mahdī presumes that the places in the manuscript's text where erasures have been made suggest that these happened in the Vatican Apostolic Library at the hands of a priest who attempted to prevent his fellows from fruit. Similarly, in the scene based on the story of the porter and the three ladies of Baghdad, the ladies on the screen name their genitals (respectively): "perfumed meadow grass," "peeled pomegranate," and "The Inn of Good Fare." The male protagonist, Nur ed Din, calls his member "the donkey that grazes on perfumed meadow grass, eats peeled pomegranates . . . and spends the night in the Inn of Good Fare!" These are humorous paraphrases in an Italian language film that are faithful in spirit, if not in letter, to the Arabic euphemisms occurring in the Nights. This is yet another example of the multitude ways in which the Nights has inspired creators in the East and West. In this particular case, the source of inspiration is found in the Nights' cheerful stylistic choices to evade taboo words.
translations from Italian presented here are from this Criterion Collection Blu-ray Disc edition (credited to John Gudelj/Subtext Subtitling).
